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A painful contrast to the triumphant British campaign in
the north of Spain was afforded by the futile series of operations
conducted by Murray in the east, against Suchet. After the
latter had assumed the offensive in April and been smartly
repulsed at Castalla, Wellington instructed his subordinate
to undertake an expedition against the French rear in Catalonia,
with the double object of favouring an advance by the Spaniards
against Valencia, and preventing Suchet from sending any
assistance to Joseph. The latter purpose was certainly
achieved, but Murray's hesitation and folly led to a shameful
fiasco before Tarragona, and ruined excellent chances of obtain-
ing a valuable local success. After hovering off the Catalonian
coast for three weeks and accomplishing nothing, the expedition
returned in disgrace to Alicante, where the Spaniards also had
failed to take any advantage of the favourable situation resultant
on the despatch of large hostile forces to rescue Tarragona,
and it was the news of the disasters in the north rather than
any activity on the part of the Allies on his own front that
eventually caused Suchet in July to commence his withdrawal
from the province of Valencia.
Napoleon who, after his victory at Bautzen, at the end of
May had concluded a two months' armistice with his adversaries
in Germany, had sent Soult to take command against Wellington
as soon as he heard of the fatal battle of Vitoria. The Marshal
on his arrival set vigorously to work to rearm and refit his
broken troops and restore their discipline and morale, -and
in a fortnight he considered himself in a position to assume
the offensive. During this period Graham, who was conduct-
ing the siege of San Sebastian, had been beaten oif in*a first
attempt to storm the place, thanks to the gallant defence of the
French garrison under Rey, and to the defective arrangements
for the assault; and Soult, having no news of Pamplona and
fearing it might be in danger, decided to raise the siege by an
attack on the British right wing. Of the four corps in which
Ms army was organised, two under Reille and Clausel were
to drive the British from Roncesvalles, another, under D'Erlon,
to force the Maya Pass, and both columns were then to con-
verge on Pamplona. The fourth corps, Villatte's, was left
on the Lower Bidassoa to cover Bayonne against a possible
counter-offensive by the Allied left.
On July 25 the British advanced troops were forced back
after fierce fighting both from Roncesvalles and from Maya, but
whereas D'Erlon's column was unable to make much progress
in the Bastan valley beyond the latter pass, the British right
retreated with unnecessary precipitation to within 2 miles
of Pamplona, where it finally turned to stand at Sorauren.